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Marks: Proceedings of the First Florida Congressional Delegation

PROCEEDINGS OF THE FIRST FLORIDA
CONGRESSIONAL DELEGATION
by HENRY S. M ARKS

F

to the Union on March 3, 1845, 2nd
after much effort the new state’s first congressional delegation was selected. David Levy Yulee and James D. Westcott were
named to the Senate and William Henry Brockenbrough to the
House of Representatives. Florida’s first congressman was actually Edward C. Cabell of Tallahassee, but his election was successfully contested by Brockenbrough, also of Tallahassee, who took
his seat in the Congress on January 24, 1846.
David Levy Yulee 1 was probably the most popular man in
Florida’s Democratic Party. 2 Born on the island of St. Thomas
in the West Indies in 1810, he came to the United States with his
father, Moses Elias Levy. David and his older brother lived first
with family friends in Norfolk, Virginia, and then, in 1824, he
moved to his father’s plantation in Alachua County. In 18291830, he served as deputy clerk for Alachua. 3 After studying law
in St. Augustine he was admitted to the bar in 1836. The following year he was elected to represent St. Johns County in the territorial legislature, 4 2nd in 1838 he was a delegate to Florida’s first
constitutional convention which met at St. Joseph. 5 Then in 1841
he was elected territorial delegate to Congress 2nd served during
the twenty-seventh 2nd twenty-eighth sessions, from March 4,
1841 to March 3, 1845. 6
LORIDA WAS ADMITTED

1 . David Levy added the Yulee to his name which was recognized as
being legal by the Florida legislature. It was also recognized by the
United States Senate when he explained that Yulee was “his
patronymic, dropped by his father” prior to the birth. Congressional
Globe, 29th Cong., 1st Sess., 1845-1847, XV, 181.
2. Dorothy Dodd, Florida Becomes A State (Tallahassee, 1945), 88.
3. Arthur W. Thompson, “David Yulee: A Study of Nineteenth Century
American Thought and Enterprise” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,
Columbia University, 1954), 7.
4. Ibid., 8.
5. M i l l s M . L o r d , J r . , “David Levy Yulee, Statesman and Railroad
Builder” (unpublished Master’s thesis, University of Florida, 1940),
18-19.
6. Biographical Directory of the American Congress, 1774-1949, House
Document No. 607, 81st Cong., 2nd Sess., 1950, 2056.
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James Diament Westcott of Tallahassee, Florida’s junior senator, was one of the organizers of the Democratic Party in Florida. 7
He was born in Virginia, but lived most of his early life in New
Jersey. He became secretary of the Florida territory in 1830
during the administration of Governor William P. Duval. On
one occasion when the governor was away from Tallahassee,
Westcott served as acting governor. For two years he was United
States attorney for the Middle Judicial District of Florida. He
was also a delegate to the St. Joseph’s Constitutional Convention
of 1838. Westcott, after retiring from politics, left Florida for
New York. In 1862 he moved to Canada, and lived there until
his death in 1880. 8
William Henry Brockenbrough was also a Virginian by birth,
but during early adulthood, he moved to Tallahassee, where he
was admitted to the legal profession. He became a member of the
territorial legislature in 1837, served in the territorial senate from
1840 to 1844, and was president of that body in 1842. He died,
at the age of thirty-seven, in 1850. 9
The protection and development of Florida were the major
interests of Florida’s first congressional delegation, even when
matters of national scope were being considered. Of major concern to the members of the first session of the twenty-ninth
congress were Manifest Destiny and national defense, problems inseparably linked together. America’s western frontier was being
threatened with possible and probable armed conflict with Great
Britain and Mexico. War with either of these countries, and
most particularly with England, would command the total attention of the United States. In the event of open hostilities, Florida’s
long, exposed coastline would be vulnerable to armed invasion and
harassment, especially by England, the world’s leading seapower.
Thus, the Florida delegation was extremely wary of any action
by the United States that might involve the country in war.
On April 14, 1846, in a speech delivered on the floor of the
Senate, Westcott stated that, after extensive study, he had concluded “that the title of the United States all along the coast of
Oregon was clear and indisputable from 42o to 54o40’,” and that
joint occupancy of the Oregon territory by Great Britain and the
7. Dodd, Florida Becomes A State, 92.
8. Biographical Directory, 19.
9. Ibid., 891-92.
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United States would be hardly more than “an American giveaway.”
On the other hand, he was equally positive that if the United
States attempted to occupy the Oregon territory, the result would
be war, because Great Britain would not peacefully accept such
action by this country. War between the United States and Great
Britain would be disastrous, Senator Westcott realized. America
was not prepared to engage the world’s greatest military force, and
Great Britain would likely attack the United States, utilizing perhaps a sea invasion through Florida. Westcott advised that because
Florida was so “miserably unprotected,” the United States should
postpone action on the Oregon question. He supported a compromise agreement, but insisted that a division of the territory below
the forty-ninth parallel would not constitute an acceptable agreement. 10
Senators Westcott and Yulee were also wary of the likelihood
that Great Britain might become offended if Congress decided
to increase the size and efficiency of the American armed forces.
The two Florida senators staunchly opposed linking the Oregon
question to building up the military defenses of the eastern seaboard. 11 The measure then before the Senate calling for an increase in the size of the American navy, Yulee argued, would be
associated by Great Britain with the whole Oregon issue. 12 He
agreed that protection of the country’s east coast, including all of
Florida’s coastline, must be an accomplished fact before the United
States would be ready for a showdown with England. Both Yulee
and Westcott supported the Navy act, but claimed they wanted the fleet utilized for peaceful purposes only. 13 Senator Yulee
called for the construction of ten iron-constructed, steam-propelled
ships, 14 which he claimed would last “for a hundred years.” His
plan was not accepted by the Senate, and iron-clads did not become
a reality for the United States until the Civil War.
Yulee also lost in his efforts to increase the number of naval
personnel to more than 7,500 men. 15 He did report on a bill
that would transfer the navy of the late Republic of Texas, which
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1st Sess., 1845-1847,
Ibid., 228.
Ibid., 226, 232-33.
Ibid., 226, 276, 337.
Ibid., 226-27.
Ibid., 828.
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for all practical military purposes consisted of one vessel, to the
United States Navy. 16
The Florida delegation exerted their legislative efforts toward
developing the coastal defenses and the military fortifications of
the state. Yulee presented a resolution to the Senate in February
1846, calling for a report from the Secretary of War on the progress of military construction at Key West and at other points in the
Florida Keys. 17 During June of the same year, Senators Yulee and
Westcott presented to the Congress memorials from citizens of
West Florida which deplored the lack of military protection along
the Gulf coast, and they urged that attention be paid to this
area. 18
Senator Yulee was interested in every aspect of Manifest
Destiny, and strongly supported American acquisition of the island
of Cuba, just ninety miles south of the Florida peninsula. He
offered a resolution proposing this action, but then on December
27, 1845, deferring “to the superior experience and wisdom”
and “wishes” of his colleagues, he withdrew the resolution. 19 During April 1846, he again revealed his interest in American annexation of Cuba, and urged that it be made a state in the Union. 20
Yulee continued to support his southern colleagues in their unsuccessful efforts to bring about annexation.
Another matter of national importance was the general question of land claims. Since this was a matter so closely related to
Florida interests, the states’ delegation actively participated in
congressional discussion of the various aspects of these claims.
Senator Yulee presented a resolution to Congress in June 1846,
calling for an inquiry into the expediency of granting alternate
sections of the public lands to the several states for purposes of
improving river navigation and developing public works systems. 21
Westcott also supported attempts to settle all suspended pre-emption claims. 22 It was Senator Yulee, however, who as a member
of the Committee on Private Land Claims, reported a bill which
would have provided for an adjustment of all suspended pre-emp16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

350.
310.
996.
96.
695.
942.
74, 762.
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tion claims. 23 On July 10, 1846, Congressman Brockenbrough
supported in the house a graduated public land sale bill. 24 The
primary purpose of this land measure was to reduce the price of
lands already offered for sale over a ten-year period by the government and to offer the right of pre-emption at graduated prices.
Such land, according to the bill, would be reduced in price to one
dollar per acre beginning March 1, 1847. If the land still remained unsold, the price would then droy twenty-five cents per
acre every three years, until a base price of twenty-five cents per
acre would be reached by March 1, 1856. The obvious intent of
this bill, as far as the state of Florida was concerned, was to attract
settlers to a pioneer region. The bill was tabled, however, and it
failed to reach the house floor during this session of Congress.
The members of the Florida delegation frequently showed an
interest in the increasing cost of operating the federal government.
In March 1846, Senator Yulee called for a treasury report showing the total amount spent by the government from its creation
in 1789 until 1846. He particularly wanted a breakdown on the
amounts spent for Indian relations, the military, and the executive
branch of the government. Furthermore, he wanted to know the
average annual expenses of the military departments, the agencies
responsible for Indian affairs, and the agencies responsible for the
development and sale of public lands. 25 Although they were not
quite as insistent as Yulee in attempting to discover where and
how federal monies were being spent, Senator Westcott and Congressman Brockenbrough were also interested in the government’s
fiscal affairs.
The Florida delegation, quite naturally concerned itself with
matters relating to Florida. Numerous petitions from Florida citizens were presented and their adoption was urged by the delegates. Westcott and Yulee had printed for Congressional distribution a resolution adopted by the Florida legislature which asked
for federal aid for citizens who were growing and marketing tropi26
The records indicate that Senator
cal fruits and vegetables.
Yulee was possibly more active in supporting Florida’s interests
than his colleagues, but none of the three were at all negligent in
23.
24.
25.
26.

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

225.
1076-77.
500.
274.
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their responsibilities to the Florida electorate. Yulee presented a
resolution in March 1846, asking that Florida receive a “ratable
share” of the surplus revenue distributed to the states under the
Congressional Act of June 1836. 27 He also pressed for an exploration of the Everglades sponsored and financed by the federal
government. He believed that this would be the initial step in the
development of southern Florida. 28 In addition, Senator Yulee
urged the appropriation of funds for internal improvements in
Florida and for the repair and preservation of federal property
in the state, including the army fortifications at St. Augustine, Key
West, and Pensacola, and the Pensacola Navy Yard. 29 Brockenbrough wanted a tri-monthly mail service established on both
Florida coasts, but his request was denied on the grounds of insufficient traffic. 30 Congressman Brockenbrough also wanted to open
to public sale and use all properties in Florida reserved for the
Navy as timber acquisition sites. 31

Florida’s first congressional delegation was composed of men
who had performed important political service for the state and
who had also staunchly supported the Democratic Party. They
were men of political experience and skill; all had served in some
political capacity at the territorial level before holding national
office. They worked to advance the best interest of Florida, they
had supported statehood, and had resisted all attempts to divide
the Florida territory into two or more parts.
The members of the delegation represented a frontier wilderness area, one just beginning in the 1840s to develop economic
and population strength. They attempted to attract new population to Florida by making it easier and less costly for settlers to
obtain land. Senators Yulee and Westcott tried to adjust suspended pre-emption claims, and Brockenbrough’s graduated public land
27.
28.
29.
30.

31.

Ibid., 546.
Ibid., 108.
Ibid.; 257.
Ibid., 1207-09. The disagreement centered on the location of routes
to be established in Florida, not over service to Florida itself. After
defeating Brockenbrough’s proposal, the House immediately passed
an alternate measure specifying different routes in Florida.
Ibid., 413.
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sale bill not only would have attracted more settlers to Florida, but
it would have induced more of them to develop marginal and
submarginal acreage. Yulee hoped to broaden the economic base
of the state by developing the production of tropical commodities,
and if his efforts to have the Everglades explored by the federal
government had been successful, that area and all of South Florida might have been opened for settlement before the Civil War.
Yulee, Westcott, and Brockenbrough’s efforts to maintain
peaceful relations with Great Britain in the Oregon controversy
would mean that Florida could develop without the threat of danger to her almost defenseless coasts. The delegation constantly
urged Florida’s protection. Yulee’s efforts to create an American
navy that would have incorporated the newest technical advances
would have given Floridians greater security. The delegation’s efforts to strengthen Florida’s coastal defenses were not totally unsuccessful. The Navy Yard at Pensacola continued to grow, and
the army explored the possibility of increasing the military fortifications along both the Atlantic and Gulf coasts. From these points
of view, Florida’s delegates to Congress performed many valuable
services in the first session of the twenty-ninth Congress.
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